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YAQ PAPERS 2008 ARTICLE 
 
YAQ: Twenty years of supporting Queensland’s Young People and their 
creative practice 
 
Sandra Gattenhof* 
 
Hard to believe but Youth Arts Queensland (YAQ) is officially twenty years old. Just one 
year short of having the proverbial ‘key to the door’. In recognition of this milestone this 
article traces the activities of three of the YAQ key players of the past twenty years – 
Mary Ann Hunter, Gillian Gardiner and Collette Brennan - and offers a prediction on 
where the organization maybe venture into over the next twenty years to come. 
 
In 1998 Helen Strube wrote a reference paper for Youth Performing Arts – Australia 
(YPPA) that was reprinted in the YAQ papers that celebrated the ten-year anniversary. 
The paper was written at a watershed time in the history of youth arts in Queensland. 
The year before in 1997 the Queensland Government released Your Culture Your Move; 
Supporting a Creative Environment for Young People. This policy, at the time, was one 
of the most comprehensive youth arts policies in Australia and it could be argued 
internationally as well. The policy clearly articulated the position of young people as art-
makers of the now, not future art-makers in the making. As Helen Strube commented; 
“while the thrust for this broad-based multi-arts policy acknowledges youth performing 
arts initiatives, the current policy addresses a wider field of youth endeavour” (Strube, 
1998: 7). The policy recognised the importance of not only the traditional fields of artistic 
practice such as music, dance, visual art and theatre but also acknowledged the 
burgeoning new media technologies and ‘street’ forms;  
 
Skateboarding, playing in a band, lighting a stage, writing poetry, 
dancing, singing, taking photos, designing computer graphics – these 
are all ways of expressing culture. So is going to the cinema, the art 
gallery, the museum and the shopping mall. (Queensland Government, 
1997: 5). 
 
Mary Ann Hunter writer of the 1996 discussion paper, Contemporary Creativity: 
Supporting Young Artists and Youth Cultural Development in Queensland, which 
eventually lead to the writing of State Government’s youth cultural policy Your Culture 
Your Move; Supporting a Creative Environment for Young People, noted “young people 
engage in the cultural industry in various ways: as individuals and collaborative creators, 
participants and consumers of culture” (Hunter, 1996: 3). This statement was a turning 
point in youth cultural policy as it acknowledged the reciprocal relationship in both the 
making and consumption of art. In this way the policy embraced the presence of a 
“grounded aesthetic (that is, young people’s lived culture and experiences) and allows 
this to inform the work” (Strube, 1998: 9). 
 
Since writing two of the most influential documents in Queensland youth arts history 
Mary Ann Hunter has maintained deep connections to the sectors and has continued to 
work as a consultant and research. Mary Ann’s peak involvement with YAQ was during 
the late 1990s and early 2000s.  “I was first introduced to YAQ as a policy worker with 
Arts Queensland.  I was coordinating the Your Culture Your Move in which YAQ was 
identified as a peak body.  At the time I was impressed with the vision that founding and 
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active members like Susan Richer, Kaye Nunan (Executive Officer 1992-1997), Liz Pyle, 
Marie Peart and Louise Hollingsworth had for the growth of the sector”.   
 
After she finished with Arts Queensland, Mary Ann began to teach and research in 
performance and youth cultural development in Singapore and the University of 
Queensland. Mary Ann recalls, “over that time, I became a management committee 
member of YAQ and then early Chair of the then Youth Arts Mentoring Program (now 
Young Artists Mentoring Program).  I learnt so much particularly from the women who 
were leading and growing YAQ alongside their own arts practice through that period”. 
 
Mary Ann describes herself as a 'second generation' member. Mary Ann was not at the 
coalface of YAQ’s development in 1993 and 1994 when it was then called Queensland 
Youth Performing Arts Association (it became Youth Arts Queensland in 1994). Mary 
Ann’s interest and potency was in research and advocacy.  “In all the projects I 
worked on, I tried to ensure young people were represented, positioned and valued in 
ways that respected their diversity of background, ability, access, and experience.  
There was so much innovative work being done at the time by groups like the then 
Contact Youth Theatre, Backbone Youth Arts, Feral Arts, Street Arts (now Arterial), and 
Graft'n'Arts that I felt one of the important things YAQ did was ensure this excellence in 
youth-specific arts practice was profiled and communicated to the rest of the arts 
community and to the government and non-government sectors.  YAQ especially helped 
governments realize just how integral youth arts practice was to the cultural and social 
lives of not only young people, but Queensland arts and cultural industry in general.  
Before that, I think arts for young people was linked solely with education or "kiddies' 
entertainment".  YAQ really encouraged networking and, through that, professional 
critique of work.  I believe that this strengthened the sector in so many ways and 
inspired a lot of experimentation and cross-fertilisation - for instance, with multi-mediated 
art, cross-cultural practice, and a total reconfiguration of what arts festivals could be. 
This lead to Queensland's enviable status as an innovator in youth-specific arts. So may 
other states so wanted their own YAQ!”. 
 
In 1998, the tenth anniversary year of the establishment of YAQ, Gillian Gardiner took 
over as YAQ Program Manager. “I came on in a short term contract position to manage 
the Artex National YACD conference, which I think was YAQ's first national gig. Then I 
was appointed as full-time Administrator and then when Kaye Nunan left I did a short 
stint as EO”.  Like Mary Ann, Gillian was not directly involved in the formation of YAQ. 
“My main goals while working there were to really open up and provide a contact hub 
for a wide and engaged network of youth arts and community cultural development 
workers throughout Queensland, with links to other states and countries as far as 
practical too. I was also interested in the provision of services and support to young 
artists and artsworkers”. 
 
In 2000 Collette Brennan took over the role of Executive Officer, a post she held until the 
end of 2003. Collette remembers the organization was in a period of transition when she 
arrived; “Initially my key aims were to develop a business plan, re-establish our links with 
members and get the Young Artists Mentoring Program (YAMP) up and running. It was a 
really exciting time. Matt Foley was our Minister and took a key interest in youth arts and 
cultural development. He had just launched Queensland’s first policy for young people 
and there were many exciting initiatives for both YAQ and the sector as a whole”.  
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During the three years Collette was in the role of Executive Officer the organization 
changed quite dramatically. “We moved twice, finally settling into the Judith Wright 
Centre for Contemporary Arts where YAQ is still based. We delivered new partnerships 
with Queensland Health, the Department of Education, Training and the Arts and the 
Community Renewal program. Our membership numbers tripled and staffing increased. 
When I left we had been awarded through the Australia Council the Spark National 
Mentorship Program, which was launched at the then new Transit Lounge. YAMP had 
become established and beloved – generating brilliant outcomes for established and 
young artists and arts workers alike – and members were passionately dedicated to the 
work of their peak body”. It should be noted that the YAMP became a leadership model 
for young emerging artists for the rest of the country. 
 
Before leaving YAQ Collette ensured that the organization was on a sure financial 
footing. “When I left in 2003 YAQ reported net surplus growth of 165% on 1999, net 
asset growth of 69% on 1999 and an increase in general operating funds of 400% on 
1999 due to the hard work of staff, our management committee members, our general 
members and the positive policy context at the time in support of youth arts and cultural 
development”. These figures prove that no-one could doubt the strength of the 
organization to both State Government and more importantly to the young artists of 
Queensland. 
 
For Mary Ann, Gillian and Collette the time spent in and around YAQ has had significant 
benefits for their own careers as arts and cultural policy makers and implementers. Mary 
Ann reflects on what YAQ gave to her: “It's quite difficult to express the formative 
influences of an organization like YAQ on my own work life. I suppose the most 
important thing I carry with me is that sense of collective effort - that you can make 
things happen when you're part of a larger whole, and that change in the industry is not 
about waiting for the next funding scheme or you-beaut policy, but recognizing that 'you' 
(be that in the role of an artsworker, young participant, researcher, career artist, arts 
administrator) ARE the industry”. 
Collette’s reflections on YAQ’s contribution her career are very similar to Mary Ann’s: “I 
learnt so much from my time at YAQ and developed a strong network of peers and 
colleagues who still impact on my work today. I learnt a lot about how to read policy and 
make a case for your own organization in response to the policy context. But, over and 
above policy the core impact on my work was actually learning how the arts industry 
organises itself, how to run an organization, how to conceptualise a project, build 
partnerships for it, deliver it and see it through to completion. While working in a very 
small organization it meant that while you were trying to build high level strategic 
partnerships you were also vacuuming the floor, worrying about the fact that the MYOB 
system was down and trying to figure out how to give every single member the time and 
quality support they needed”.  
Like Collette, Gillian cherishes her time at YAQ for assisting her to hone her business 
administration skills. “I got to cut my teeth running a (tiny - 1.4FTE including me!) 
company and learnt a thing or two about balancing working fairly autonomously with 
being responsive and accountable to a very capable, engaged and busy volunteer board 
of management”.  
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The health of the youth arts sector is evident in policy and practice across the country. 
Mary Ann believes that Queensland’s strength has been and continues to be the way in 
which youth arts organizations continue to lead direction in other areas.  “I'm thinking of 
Contact Inc's role in the changes to the community cultural development sector.  It's a 
long term and visionary organization that knows how to change without losing integrity to 
meet young people and cultures where they are at”. 
 
Gillian notes; “ In many ways Queensland’s youth arts sector similar to how it was when 
I was at YAQ, but at the same time I perceive a reasonably major shift in the sector to 
split focus on traditionally defined youth arts and young people working and aspiring to 
work in the arts. I think the shift to a more even balance in supporting work WITH and 
BY young people. I think there's still a way to go before high quality work for young 
people is adequately resourced and distributed.  
Collette believes that the key change in the sector is the focus on children now as well 
as young people. “The key youth arts organizations are still thriving and many have 
experienced growth. I think there is more respect and understanding in the industry for 
the profession of youth arts and cultural development workers generally. It’s also great to 
see the arts statutory authorities taking their work with children and young people very 
seriously with programs impacting on the 1,000’s of children, young people, parents, 
carers and educators visiting them every week”.  
This does not mean that YAQ can rest of its laurels and years of effective advocacy for 
recognition of young people as agents of culture. From her current position as Arts 
Policy Advisor to the Minister for Education and the Arts, Gillian believes the next 
challenge for the sector is “to develop greater links between education and the arts, 
especially in early years education and primary and secondary schools. There is a huge 
need for closer links with artists and the creative industries”.  
 
Collette believes that the change has to begin with training. “I would like to see many 
young people in universities actually being trained and prepared for working with 
children and young people”.  
 
Mary Ann believes the greatest challenge for the sector is to successfully abolish the 
idea of youth arts as a marginal sector. Since 1998 there have been significant gains in 
Queensland and nationally in this regard, however work still needs to be continued.  
“Arts with and for young people is now a highly regarded field of professional practice 
that not only creates engaging and innovative work for young people but integrates that 
with the needs of young and emerging professional artists and artsworkers.  It's a tough 
call to balance both kinds of work (art for young people and art of young people, if you 
like) with respect and artistic intelligence, but I believe the sector has grown to do it well.  
Other creative industry sectors can make young people feel they are in a continual 
master/apprenticeship relationship for a really long time, but if you've got an artsworker 
or artist who's into the principles and values of youth arts (as it's been developed 
through organizations like YAQ), then you've got someone who'll know how to facilitate a 
young person's meaningful creative growth and experience for the person they are now 
rather than the artist they'll become in the future”. 
 
YAQ has come a long way since its inception. Mary Ann, Gillian and Collette are only 
three of an enormous army of youth arts advocates who have made YAQ what it is 
today. Happy 20th birthday Youth Arts Queensland. 
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Where are they now? 
 
Mary Ann Hunter 
Mary Ann is caring three young people of her own now and also coordinates meenah 
mienne (Palawa for 'my dream'), a new arts mentoring program for Aboriginal 
young people in Launceston, Tasmania.  She continues to research in the area of peace 
and conflict studies. 
 
Gillian Gardiner 
Gillian is Arts Policy Adviser to Hon Rod Welford MP, Minister for Education and 
Training and Minister for the Arts.  
 
Collette Brennan 
Collette is Creative Director - The Edge, State Library of Queensland. The Edge is the 
State Library’s program for children and young people. 
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